THE EARLY  HISTORY OF THE BALLADS	73
The evidence drawn from the first appearance of ballads
texts, then, seems to agree to a certain extent with that drawn
from the historical events described in the ballads. To sum up,
the only evidence for the existence of ballads before 1300 is
"Judas"; ballads were known in the fourteenth century and
were in fairly wide circulation in the fifteenth century,
and the period most productive of ballads was the second
half of the sixteenth century and the early seventeenth
century.
Indirect evidence of the date of the earliest British ballads
may be found in the ballads of other European countries. It
is generally considered that the earliest Danish ballads were
composed in the thirteenth century (some of them describe
identifiable twelfth-century events). In Germany, ballads can
apparently be traced back to the early fourteenth century, in
Spain to the middle of the fourteenth century, and in France
to the fifteenth century. The ballad is therefore not a very
ancient genre; it is essentially a development of the late
Middle Ages. Even if the earliest possible date, the thirteenth
century, be accepted for the whole of Europe, the ballad is
still one of the later forms of mediaeval literature.
Many scholars of the ballad, however, have tried to prove
that the genre is of great antiquity. A great deal has been
written about the song attributed to King Canute in the
twelfth-century "Historia Eliensis". The chronicler tells how
Canute was rowed past the monastery; when he heard the
monks singing he stood up in the boat and improvised a song
(cantilena). The chronicler gives only the beginning of the
song:
'Merie sungen the muneches binnen Ely,
Tha Cnut Ching reu ther by;
Roweth, cnites, noer the land
And here we thes muneches saeng'—
but says that more followed, and he tells us that this song was
still being sung in choral-dances.
Gummere10 claimed that these two couplets were part of

